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Abstract This study used the Actor Partner Interdependence Model and a national sample of married couples
(N = 1368) to explore the relationship between entertainment media use and marital satisfaction, conflict, and
perceived marital instability. Entertainment media-use
included newer types of media (e.g., social networking
websites) as well as traditional media (e.g., television). A
number of negative relationships between media use and
wives’ and husbands’ marital quality emerged. Husbands’
use of social networking websites, in particular, was
associated with many of the marital quality variables. The
effect sizes of media use were small, however. We also
explored whether the relationship worked in reverse and
whether media use differences between the spouses would
relate to marital quality. When spouses reported different
levels of using video games, they also reported lower levels
of marital quality. The findings suggest that as media
technology continues to change, it may relate to marital
quality in new ways.
Keywords Marriage  Media  Time use  Technology 
Television  Social networking websites  Video games
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Introduction
Technology has changed the landscape of family interactions. For example, using technology, family members can
be more accessible to each other throughout the day. Further, entertainment media has become more interactive,
often forcing family members to choose between interacting with each other or with the media. And although
individuals utilize entertainment media almost daily (Chesley 2005), few studies have examined how new interactive entertainment media such as social networking sites
and gaming (i.e., playing video games) is associated with
marital quality. This is unfortunate given that the need
exists to understand how technology functions in the context of family relationships (Hughes and Hans 2001). Daly
(2003) proposed that in daily family living, there are things
that take up time, energy, and attention, but are not
included in family theory. Given that media consumption
accounted for more than 10 % of individuals’ daily time
use, on average in a recent study (Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2010), understanding the association between
media use and marital quality would give researchers
insight into contemporary families.
This exploratory study addressed the gap in the literature
by examining the association between entertainment media
use and marital quality. It adds to the literature in a number
of ways. First, it examined this question using national data
(though see also Coyne et al. 2011). Second, participants
responded to the survey in late 2010 and early 2011 making
the data contemporary. Third, the data contained responses
from both spouses in each marriage. This allowed us to
examine how each participant’s reported media use is
associated with their own measures of marital quality, and
also with their spouse’s marital quality using the Actor
Partner Interdependence Model (APIM, Kashy and Kenny
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2000). Having both spouses’ responses also allowed us to
test whether differences in spouses’ media use were associated with marital quality. Fourth, we examined both
directions of this association (i.e., with the direction of the
association reversed). Fifth, in addition to questioning
participants about standard entertainment media (e.g.,
television), the survey also asked about more interactive
technologies such as social networking sites and gaming.
Researchers have suggested that newer media, such as
gaming, is lacking in the literature regarding romantic
relationships (Hertlein and Hawkins 2012). Finally, we
used multiple dimensions of marital quality—marital satisfaction, marital conflict, and perceived marital instability.

Media Use and Marital Quality
An Exploratory Study
Media use can have both positive and negative aspects. For
example, on the one hand individuals watch television to
relax as well as for excitement (Bryant and Zillmann 1984),
others play video or computer games to recover from stress
and relax (Reinecke 2009), and many use social networking
to share positive thoughts and foster relationships (Walker
et al. 2009). On the other hand, some watch television to
avoid dealing with problems (Henning and Vorderer 2001),
online video gaming may replace offline social relationships (Sublette and Mullan 2010), and using social networking websites is sometimes associated with increased
jealousy in romantic relationships (Muise et al. 2009).
Because few studies have examined the association
between media use and marital quality (especially gaming
and social networking website use), we have few theoretical guides with which to frame this study. Social exchange
theory would argue that depending on whether media use is
an overall relationship cost or benefit, it could either be
negatively or positively associated with marital quality.
But this does not give us a way of predicting one effect or
the other. We are able, however, to examine how different
types of media use are associated with marital quality in a
sample that includes both the wives and the husbands of
each couple.
An additional issue adding to theoretical complexity is
that of directionality. Although most previous studies use
the idea that media use is exogenous to relationship quality,
this assumption does not always hold. For example, life
dissatisfaction and emotional instability is associated with
increases in social media use (Correa et al. 2009). It is
highly likely that different levels of marital quality may be
associated with decreased or increased media use. No
theory of which we are aware accounts for the possibility
of bidirectional effects.
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For these reasons, this study is exploratory. We do make
hypotheses when prior studies are sufficiently clear to do
so. But sometimes phenomena are too new to be able to use
an existing theory as a foundation for their study. Gaming
and social networking websites are two such phenomena.
Although we do not test a specific theory, we suggest that
value still exists in exploring the association between
media use and marital quality using a national sample that
includes both spouses.
Frequency of Media Use
Our first area of exploration concerns the relationship
between frequency of different types of media use and
different measures of marital quality. A few previous
studies have examined this relationship. The majority of
these studies, however, have used convenience samples
(Ahlstrom et al. 2012; Baym et al. 2007; Clayton et al.
2013; Muise et al. 2009) and few of them have examined
gaming and the use of social networking websites (Ahlstrom et al. 2012; Clayton et al. 2013; Coyne et al. 2011;
Hand et al. 2013; Hertlein and Hawkins 2012; Muise et al.
2009). These studies are split regarding the merits of media
use vis-à-vis marital quality.
We used the Actor Partner Interdependence Model
(APIM, Kashy and Kenny 2000) analytic framework to test
our hypotheses. The APIM was explicitly created to analyze data from dyads and social groups. It recognizes both
‘‘actor effects’’ and ‘‘partner effects’’ (Kashy and Kenny
2000; Kenny et al. 2006). Actor effects are the ways in
which participants’ attitudes/behaviors/etcetera are associated with their own outcomes, whereas partner effects are
the ways in which spousal attitudes/behaviors/etcetera are
associated with participant outcomes. Our conceptual
model of the association between media use and marital
quality within the APIM is shown in Fig. 1. Figure 1
suggests that wives’ and husbands’ media use is associated
with their own marital quality (i.e., the actor effects) and
their spouses’ marital quality (i.e., the partner effects).
Television. Some studies regarding television and marriage have found that it is positively associated with marital
quality. Television watching is one form of leisure which
couples have in common (Gantz 1985; Glorieux et al.
2011). Further, watching TV is an activity couples often do
jointly more so than individually (Glorieux et al. 2011);
shared leisure is positively associated with marital quality
(Dew 2007; Hill 1998). Gantz (1985) found that shared
television viewing was a valued activity for married people. However, it is important to note Osborn’s (2012)
finding that heavily viewing content with romantic themes
was associated with negative outcomes for relationships,
such as a lower commitment to the marriage. Given these
findings, we hypothesize that the frequency of television
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Fig. 1 Conceptual actor partner
interdependence model of the
association between amount of
entertainment media use,
spousal time, and marital
quality
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use will be positively associated with marital satisfaction
and negatively associated with conflict and perceived
marital instability.
Gaming. Like any media type, gaming could potentially
be positively associated with relationship quality. For
example, video and computer games are often used to
recover from daily stresses and strains (Reinecke 2009).
Ostensibly, then, using video games to recover from a
stressful day might help an individual to have more positive interactions with their spouse later.
Research addressing gaming and romantic relationships
is sparse (Hertlein and Hawkins 2012). Of the research
available, both negative and positive findings exist. On the
negative side, gaming is associated with lower relationship
satisfaction because of lost time with one’s spouse (e.g.,
‘‘gaming widows’’ or ‘‘widowers’’) (Ahlstrom et al. 2012;
Cole and Griffiths 2007; Padilla-Walker et al. 2009). Further, men’s gaming is positively associated with increased
conflict in romantic relationships (Coyne et al. 2012). On
the positive side, however, gaming can have positive outcomes when spouses game together (Ahlstrom et al. 2012).
Because previous studies have typically found a negative
relationship, we hypothesize that participants’ frequency of
gaming will be negatively associated with marital satisfaction and positively associated with marital conflict and
perceived marital instability. We also hypothesize that
partner effects may be particularly salient. That is, a participants’ report of their gaming may be negatively related
to their spouses’ reports of marital satisfaction and positively related to their spouses’ reports of conflict and perceived marital instability.
Social networking websites. Like gaming, the studies
that exist on social media have suggested that it might be

negatively associated with relationship quality. Intimacy in
romantic relationships and the perception of a romantic
partner’s use of social media is negatively associated
(Hand et al. 2013). Further, increased Facebook (one of the
largest social networking websites) use was related to an
increase in jealousy in romantic relationships (Muise et al.
2009) and negative relationship outcomes, including
divorce1 (Clayton et al. 2013). Furthermore, research surrounding the initiation of online infidelity, pornography,
and cybersex is increasing (Doran and Price 2014; Fincham
and Beach 2010). Given these findings, we expect that
frequency of social networking will be negatively associated with marital satisfaction and positively associated with
conflict and perceived marital instability. Partner effects
may also be especially salient.
Marital Quality as Exogenous
We are sensitive to the idea that media use might not be
exogenous to marital quality. That is, marital quality might
drive an individual’s media use, rather than the other way
around. In a low-quality marriage, spouses might engage in
more media use to compensate for the poor relationship.
These individuals may use media use as a way to cope with
their relationship. For example, they might seek out intimacy and support in other relationships using social networking websites. Alternatively, individuals with hostile
spouses might use television or gaming as a way to avoid
their spouse. Researchers have found that dissatisfaction
1

One ecological study of internet access and internet penetration has
found that the presence of the internet itself is not associated with
divorce increases (Kendall, 2011).
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with life and emotional instability is associated with
increases in social media use (Correa et al. 2009), so the
possibility of relationship quality predicting media use
does exist. Because this is an exploratory study, and
because we do not have longitudinal data, we test this
possibility. We want to be thorough in our investigation of
these associations.
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husbands’ media use reports would be associated with
lower marital satisfaction and higher levels of conflict and
perceived marital instability.

Method
Data/Sample

Gender Norms and Media Use
Established gender differences in media consumption exist;
these gendered norms often depend on the medium. For
example, women are more likely to use social media to
connect with others, and are more likely to use social
media to hurt their partner compared to men (Coyne et al.
2011). Even though women are beginning to game more, it
is still a male-dominated medium (Cole and Griffiths
2007). It is possible that the relationship between media
use and marital quality follows violations of gender norms.
That is, when women engage in more gaming and/or men
engage in more social networking website use, participants
will report lower marital satisfaction, higher marital conflict, and higher levels of perceived marital instability.
Media Use Differences
Thus far, all of our proposed associations suggest that the
frequency of media use was the main issue. But media use
may be most strongly related to marital quality if spouses’
reports of media use frequency are not similar. That is, it
may not be the frequency of different types of media use
that is associated with marital quality. Rather, differences
that exist between wives’ and husbands’ reports of their
media use may be most strongly associated with marital
quality.
A large difference in reports of media use may signify a
number of different marital issues. Most simply, it could
signify that one spouse is frequently spending a larger
amount of time using media than the other spouse which
would mean that the one spouse is frequently using media
without the other spouse. Frequently engaging in media by
oneself might make the other spouse upset that they are not
engaged in joint leisure. Alternatively, such a division may
signify that the relationship is already in trouble and that
one spouse may be using media to avoid the other or to
compensate for the relationship problems. Another possibility is that because this is self-report data, a large difference in media usage reports may simply indicate a
difference in perceptions between wives and husband in the
amount of media that they use. Unfortunately, we do not
have the data to tease apart these alternatives. However,
even though we cannot be certain of the mechanism, we
hypothesize that larger differences between wives’ and
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This study used data drawn from the Survey of Marital
Generosity (SMG). The SMG was designed to measure
different dimensions of marriage with a particular focus on
positive marital attitudes and behaviors as well as many
multi-item measures of marital quality. We also included
three measures of media use.
A survey research firm (Knowledge Networks) gathered
the data for the SMG between December 2010 and
February 2011. Individuals in the SMG were on a preexisting survey panel that Knowledge Networks created. This
survey panel was generated using both random digit dialing
and random address-based sampling utilizing national
probability sampling techniques. The address based sampling used the US Postal Service’s Delivery Sequence File
and had the potential to reach 97 % of US homes
(Knowledge Networks 2011). Using address-based sampling allowed individuals to participate whether they had a
land-line, a cell phone, or no phone at all. Individuals were
either contacted by phone or by mail. Once they agreed to
participate on the panel, Knowledge Networks provided
them with equipment to connect to the internet so that they
could take surveys electronically.
To create the SMG, participants already on the
Knowledge Networks panel who were married and
between the ages of 18 and 45 were invited to participate.
Of the 4,510 individuals invited, 3,455 agreed to participate
(1,745 wives and 1,705 husbands). This represents a
76.6 % response rate. For participating, individuals were
given points for which they could redeem consumer goods.
The majority of the individuals (89 %) were married to
each other, though 11 % of the participants had a spouse
who refused to take the survey. Because the data were
collected electronically, we could not ensure that individuals completed the surveys independently, even though
they were instructed to do so. For this study, we used all of
the individuals’ data whose spouse also participated
(N = 1,368). Our use of the APIM precluded using those
whose spouses did not participate.
Measures
We used two mean scales and one single item as our
measures of marital quality. These included marital satisfaction, frequency of marital conflict, and perceived marital
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instability. Marital satisfaction was created by taking the
mean of four items that asked how happy participants were
about different dimensions of their relationships. The four
dimensions were love, respect, communication, and sex.
Response sets ranged from 1 (Very Unhappy) to 5 (Very
Happy). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .89 for wives
and .89 for husbands.
We created the variable measuring the frequency of
marital conflict by scaling three items that asked couples
how often they fought about different topics. The topics
included chores, money, and children. We used a mean
scale to account for the fact that some participants did not
have children at home and did not answer that question.
The response set ranged from 1 (Never) to 6 (Almost Every
Day). The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .73 for
wives and .75 for husbands. Finally, perceived marital
instability was taken from an item that asked participants
about the probability that their marriage would end in
divorce. Participants could respond from 1 (Very Low) to
11 (Very High).
Three variables measured the frequency of media use.
Each asked participants how much time they spent using a
different types of media (i.e., television, gaming, and using
social networking sites) on a typical weekday. The
response set for each of these variables ranged from 1 (Not
at All) to 7 (4 Hours or More). Unfortunately, we asked
participants about their overall use of each type and not
whether they were engaging in these activities alone or
with their spouse. Thus, we were not able to separately
evaluate personal media use and couple media use.
In addition to these variables, we created three difference
score variables. We subtracted husbands’ television use from
wives’ television use, husbands’ social networking from
wives’ social networking, and husbands’ gaming from
wives’ gaming. Consequently, a positive number for these
variables indicated that wives engaged in the media activity
more frequently, whereas a negative number indicated that
husbands engaged in the media activity more frequently. A
difference score of zero indicated that husbands and wives
engaged in the media activity at the same levels. After creating these difference scores, we mean centered them and
squared them to check for curvilinear relationships.
We also included control covariates to help account for
third variable problems. The variables that we used as control
covariates were participants’ age, education (measured on a
scale from 1 to 14), and total household income (measured on
a scale from 1 to 19). These variables were included in each
of the structural equation models. All of the exogenous
variables were grand mean-centered (Kenny et al. 2006).
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the participants. On average, wives and husbands reported high levels
of marital satisfaction (mean of 3.85 out of 5), low to
moderate levels of marital conflict, and low levels of
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics
Wives
M or
%

Husbands
StD

Range

M or
%

StD

Range

Marital satisfaction

3.85

.88

1–5

3.84

.86

Marital conflict

2.26

.88

1–6

2.22

.84

1–6

Perceived marital
instability

2.27

2.06

1–11

2.26

2.01

1–11

Time spent watching
television

4.59

1.72

1–7

4.57

1.69

1–7

Time spent using
social networking
websites

2.82

1.67

1–7

2.18

1.43

1–7

Time spent gaming

1.87

1.40

1–7

2.30

1.66

1–7

Age

35.28

5.74

18–45

36.71

5.62

19–45

Education

11.15

1.58

3–14

11.06

1.67

1–14

Total household
income

13.05

3.43

1–19

13.05

3.43

1–19

Black

3.2

5.0

Hispanic

8.8

8.4

Other

8.3

7.2

1–5

perceived marital instability. Of the media use types, husbands and wives watched television most frequently with a
mean on the 7 point scale between 4.57 and 4.59. On the
scale, a score of four corresponds to ‘‘over 1 h per day but
under 2 h,’’ whereas a score of five corresponds to ‘‘over
2 h per day but under 3 h.’’ Wives spent more time on
social networking websites than husbands, whereas husbands spent more time gaming than wives. Participants
were in their mid-30 s, on average, had a mean education
level that corresponded with some college, and had an
average household income between $50,000 and $60,000.
As also can be seen in Table 1, the data underrepresented
Black couples. Among individuals who were between the
ages of 18 and 45 and married in 2012, the General Social
Survey (a nationally representative sample) had 71.5 %
White, 11 % Black, and 17.5 % of another race/ethnicity.
Analysis
We used path models to examine the association between
media use and marital quality within the framework of the
APIM. Path analysis allows us to simultaneously run many
multiple regressions. It allows us to simultaneously test
both the actor (participant exogenous to participant
endogenous) pathways and the partner (spouse exogenous
to participant endogenous) pathways (Fig. 1). For example
in our first path model we used both husbands’ marital
satisfaction and wives’ marital satisfaction as endogenous
variables. Path modeling and SEM are frequently used to
test APIM models (Kenny et al. 2006).
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Table 2 Participant-reported media use predicting marital satisfaction, conflict, and divorce proneness
Satisfaction
Wives
b

Conflict
Husbands

SE

b

Perceived marital
instability

Wives
SE

b

SE

Husbands

Wives

b

b

SE

Husbands
SE

b

SE

Wives’ time spent watching television

-.03

.02

-.04

.02

.03

.02

.05

.02

.02

.04

.08*

.04

Wives’ time spent gaming

-.01

.02

-.01

.02

.07*

.02

.04

.02

.06*

.04

.07*

.04
.04

Wives’ time spent using social networking websites

.02

.02

.03

.02

-.06

.02

-.04

.02 -.01

.04

.02

-.08*

.02

-.03

.02

.03

.02

.04

.02

.03

.04

.04

.04

.02

.02

-.02

.02

-.02

.02

.01

.02 -.03

.04

.03

.04

Husbands’ time spent using social networking
websites

-.06*

.02

-.05

.02

.02

.06*

.02

.08**

.04

.07*

.04

Participant age

-.03

.01

-.07**

.01

-.03

.01

-.02

.01

.05

.01

.06*

.01

Participant Education

.04

.01

.01

.01

-.05

.01

-.04

.01 -.02

.03

-.03

.03

Total household income

.01

.01

.03

.01

-.04

.01

-.05

.01 -.06*

.02

-.04

.02

R2
Path model fit statistics:

.01

Husbands’ time spent watching television
Husbands’ time spent gaming

.01

.12***

.03

.02

.03

X2

237.70***

217.07***

227.73***

CFI

.96

.96

.96

RMSEA

.09

.09

.09

.03

Satisfaction, conflict, and perceived marital instability were analyzed in separate path models. Wives and husbands variables were in the same
models as per the APIM. Shaded cells indicate potential partner effects
* p \ .05. ** p \ .01. *** p \ .001

We decided to run a separate path model for each
marital quality variable (i.e., satisfaction, conflict, and
perceived instability) rather than try to scale them together
or create a latent variable. Although each of these variables
relate to the idea of marital quality, they all measure a
different aspect of quality. By running them in separate
models, we were able to examine the unique relationship
between the media use variables and each particular marital
quality variable.
As with the marital quality variables, we did not create a
latent variable from the media use variables. Rather, we
treated them as observed variables. We observed that the
interactive nature of social networking sites and gaming
might make them qualitatively different than the more
passive nature of television. Further, these variables were
different enough from each other that they might not form a
uniform scale. A Cronbach’s alpha analysis justified this
analytical decision as the Cronbach’s alphas were low
when we tried to scale them.

Results
Frequency of Media Use and Marital Quality
Table 2 shows the estimates2 of the APIM for the satisfaction, conflict, and perceived marital instability models.
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Although the Chi Square for each model was significant,
this was unsurprising given the large sample size (Yadama
and Pandey 1995). Alternative fit measures suggested that
models fit the data sufficiently (CFI = .96, RMSEA = .09
for each of the three models).
Turning first to marital satisfaction, the regression
estimates evidenced only statistically significant partner
effects for marital satisfaction. Husbands’ television use
(b = -.08, p \ .05) and using social networking websites (b = -.06, p \ .05) were negatively associated
with wives’ marital satisfaction. Wives’ media use was
neither associated with their own nor their husbands
marital satisfaction.
The results for marital conflict contained both actor
and partner effects. Wives’ time spent gaming (b = .07,
p \ .05) was positively associated with their own reports
of marital conflict while husbands’ time spent using
social networking websites (b = .06, p \ .05) was positively associated with their own reports of marital conflict. One partner effect emerged; husbands’ reports of
spending time using social networking websites were
positively associated with wives’ reports of marital
conflict (b = .12, p \ .001).
The final columns in Table 2 show the results for perceived marital instability. Some of the findings were
2

The error estimates, and covariances are omitted in the interest of
simplicity. .
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Table 3 Participant-reported marital quality predicting television, gaming, and social networking frequency
Television

Gaming

Wives

Husbands

Social networking websites

Wives

b

SE

Wives’ marital satisfaction

-.01

.08

-.05

.07

.05

.06

.03

.07

.02

.07

.02

.06

Wives’ marital conflict

-.01

.07

-.02

.07

.05

.05

-.01

.06

.01

.07

.09*

.06

Wives’ perceived marital instability
Husbands’ marital satisfaction

.03
.02

.03
.07

.05
.03

.03
.07

.03
.04

.03
.06

-.04
-.01

.03
.07

.02
.03

.03
.07

.04
.02

.03
.06

Husbands’ marital conflict

.06

.07

.05

.07

.02

.06

.03

.07

-.01

.07

-.01

.06

Husbands’ perceived marital instability

.04

.03

.03

.03

.10**

.03

.10**

.03

.09*

.03

Participant age

.01

.01

.08**

.01

.01

.01

-.14***

.01

-.11***

.01

Participant education

-.15***
.02

R2

.03

SE

b

Husbands

SE

SE

b

Wives

b

Total household income

b

Husbands

SE

.03

-.16***

.03

-.14***

.03

-.10***

.03

-.10***

.03

.02

-.02

.02

-.09**

.01

-.10***

.01

-.06*

.01

.04

.05

.07

.04

b

SE

.08*
-.03
.02
-.10***

.03
.01
.02
.01

.03

Path model fit statistics:
X2

125.41***

131.03***

136.51***

CFI

.98

.98

.98

RMSEA

.06

.06

.07

Television, gaming, and Social networking websites were analyzed in separate path models. Wives and husbands variables were in the same
models as per the APIM. Shaded cells indicate potential partner effects
* p \ .05. ** p \ .01. *** p \ .001

similar to the conflict models. For example, wives’ reports
of gaming were positively associated with their own
reports of perceived marital instability (b = .06, p \ .05)
and husbands’ reports of time spent using social networking websites were associated with their own reports of
perceived marital instability (b = .07, p \ .05). Further,
the partner effect of husbands’ time using social networking websites being positively associated with wives’ perceived marital instability (b = .08, p \ .01) also emerged.
Two additional partner effects emerged, as well. Wives’
reports of time spent watching television (b = .08,
p \ .05) and gaming (b = .07, p \ .05) were both positively associated with husbands’ reports of perceived
marital instability.
Reversed Directionality
We estimated models with the directionality of the paths
reversed because we recognized that marital quality
might actually influence media usage rather than the
other way around. The results of these models are shown
in Table 3. None of the marital quality variables—satisfaction, conflict, and perceived marital instability—
showed any association with television use. Husbands’
perceived marital instability was positively associated
with both wives’ and husbands’ reports of their own
gaming (b = .10, p \ .01 in both models). Husbands’
perceived marital instability was also positively

associated with wives’ (b = .09, p \ .05) and husbands’
(b = .08, p \ .05) reports of using social networking
websites. Finally, wives’ reports of marital conflict were
associated with husbands’ reports of using social networking websites (b = .09, p \ .05). The model fit was
good for all three models.
Table 4 summarizes the significant findings from
Tables 2 and 3. Of the twelve significant coefficients,
five were actor effects and seven were partner effects. A
roughly equal split of actor and partner effects validates
our choice of using the APIM model. Had we not used
the APIM model, these partner effects might not have
been identified. Table 4 also shows that seven of the
findings arose when media use was treated as the
exogenous variable and marital quality the endogenous
variable. We obtained two unique findings when marital
quality was treated as the exogenous variable. Finally,
three results emerged under both conditions.
Media Use Differences
Table 5 shows the results from the models using media
use differences as predictors of marital satisfaction. The
wife–husband difference in social networking was negatively associated with wives’ reports of conflict (b =
-.09, p \ .001). Because we subtracted husbands’ scores
from wives’ scores, this suggests that as wives engage in
social networking more than their husbands, wives’
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Table 4 Summary of relationships
Media use as
independent variable

Marital quality as
independent variable

Relationship found
in both
specifications

W TV ? H perceived
marital instability

H perceived marital
instability ? H
gaming (b = .10,
p \ .05)

W gaming & H
perceived marital
instability

H perceived marital
instability ? W
social network
websites (b = .09,
p \ .05)

H social network
websites & W
conflict

(b = .08, p \ .05)
W gaming ? W
conflict
(b = .07, p \ .05)

W gaming ? Wives’
perceived marital
instability (b = .06,
p \ .05)

H social network
websites & H
perceived marital
instability

H TV ? Wives’
satisfaction
(b = -.08, p \ .05)
H social network
websites ? W
satisfaction
(b = -.06, p \ .05)
H social network
websites ? H
conflict (b = .06,
p \ .05)
H social network
websites ? W
perceived marital
instability (b = .08,
p \ .05)
Shaded cells indicate partner effects

reports of conflict were lower. Conversely, as husbands
engage in social networking more than their wives,
wives’ reports of conflict were higher.
Table 5 also shows that the gaming difference squared
variable was associated with the marital quality variables. The gaming difference squared term was negatively associated with both wives’ (b = -.06, p \ .05)
and husbands’ (b = -.08, p \ .05) reports of marital
satisfaction. Further, it was positively associated with
husbands’ reports of conflict (b = .08, p \ .01), and both
wives’ (b = .06, p \ .05) and husbands’ (b = .10,
p \ .05) reports of perceived marital instability. Interestingly, the linear difference term for gaming was never
significant. This suggests a curvilinear association
between gaming and marital quality was observed, such
that any disparity in gaming, irrespective of whether it
was the wife or the husband gaming more than their
spouse, was associated with lower satisfaction and higher
conflict and perceived marital instability. For the sake of
illustration, we graphed predicted values of husbands’
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perceived marital instability at different values of gaming
differences (Fig. 2).

Discussion
This exploratory study examined the association between
entertainment media use and marital satisfaction, conflict,
and perceived marital instability in a contemporary,
national sample that had responses from both husbands
and wives. We used both the actor partner interdependence model (APIM) and media difference scores to test
the associations. In the APIM model, a number of actor
and partner effects emerged. These associations all
showed a negative relationship between the frequency of
media use and marital quality. For example, wives’
reports of gaming were positively associated with their
own reports of conflict and perceived marital instability,
whereas husbands’ social networking website use was
positively associated with their own reports of conflict,
negatively associated with wives’ satisfaction, and positively associated with wives’ reports of perceived marital
instability. These findings suggest that wives’ gaming
and husbands’ social networking use may be problematic
for married couples.
We also tested the models in reverse. A few findings did
emerge. First, husbands’ perceived marital instability was
positively associated with their reports of gaming. Second,
husbands’ perceived marital instability was positively
associated with wives’ use of social networking websites.
In addition to testing the relationship between media use
and marital quality using the APIM, we also examined
whether differences in media use reports would be associated with relationship quality. As noted above, social
networking website differences were positively associated
with wives’ marital quality. This finding fits nicely with the
APIM model because of the way we coded the differences
scores. Positive differences scores in social networking
websites indicate that wives used them more. Thus, the
more that wives used these websites relative to husbands,
the happier they were in their relationship. Again this
suggests that it may be problematic for husbands to engage
in social network website use when it comes to marital
quality.
The squared term for gaming also had many associations
with the marital quality variables. The squared term for
gaming was negatively associated with husbands’ and
wives’ marital satisfaction. It was positively associated
with husbands’ reports of conflict and positively associated
with both wives’ and husbands’ reports of perceived marital instability. Because the linear term for gaming differences was not significant, it did not matter whether the wife
was gaming more or the husband was gaming more. Either
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Table 5 Differences in reported media use predicting marital satisfaction, conflict, and divorce proneness
Satisfaction
Wives
b
Wife–husband television difference
Wife–husband gaming difference

Conflict
Husbands

SE

b

Perceived marital instability

Wives
SE

b

Husbands
SE

b

Wives
SE

b

Husbands
SE

b

SE

.03

.01 -.01

.01

.01

.01

.01

.01

-.03

.03

.01

.03

-.03

.01 -.01

.01

.05

.01

.02

.01

.05

.03

.02

.03

.01

.01

.01 -.05

.01

-.04

.03

-.02

.03

-.02

Wife–husband social networking website
difference

.05

.05

-.09***

Television difference squared

-.01

.01 -.01

.01

.05

.01

.01

.01

.03

.01

Gaming difference squared

-.06*

.01 -.08*

.01

.05

.01

.08**

.01

.06*

.01

.01

.02

.01

.03

.01

.01

.01

.01 -.02

.01

.05

.01

.05

.01

Social networking website difference squared

-.06

.01 -.05

.01

.02

Participant age

-.04

.01 -.07**

.01

-.03

.10***

.01
.01

Participant education

.04

.01

.01

.01

-.06*

.01 -.05

.01

-.03

.03

-.04

.02

Total household income

.01

.01

.03

.01

-.05

.01 -.05

.01

-.08**

.02

-.06*

.02

R2

.01

.03

.02

.01

.02

.02

Path model fit statistics:
X2

136.24***

116.61***

131.13***

CFI

.97

.98

.97

RMSEA

.06

.05

.05

Satisfaction, conflict, and perceived marital instability were analyzed in separate path models
* p \ .05. ** p \ .01. *** p \ .001
2.5

Predicted Perceived Marital Instability

Fig. 2 Husbands’ predicted
perceived marital instability
scores by gaming difference
between wife and husband

2.45
2.4
2.35
2.3
2.25
2.2
2.15
2.1
2.05
2
Wife +3

Wife +2

Wife +1

Wife and
Husband +1
Husband Game
Equally

Husband +2

Husband +3

Gaming Scale Difference

scenario would be predicted to be associated with lower
levels of marital quality.
These findings largely support our initial hypotheses.
That is, based on previous research we thought that gaming
and social network website use would be negatively associated with marital satisfaction and positively associated
with conflict and perceived marital instability. For the most
part, these newer types of media use were indeed negatively associated with participants’ and spouses’ marital
quality. Further, the negative association between

husbands’ use of social networking websites and husbands’
and wives’ marital quality emerged in both the APIM and
the difference-score models.
Explaining the Findings through the Nature
of Entertainment Media
In keeping with the exploratory nature of our study, we
offer some tentative explanations of the findings. Nearly all
of the negative results involved newer technology such as
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social networking websites and video games rather than
older technology like television. Both of these forms of
entertainment media have an interactive element; television requires consumption only. This may suggest that
media with more interactive components may intrude into
marriage relationships more than other types (see also
Lanigan 2009). As individual spouses interact more with
these types of media, it may detract from their marriage.
Alternatively, video gaming and social networking websites offer connections and interactions with individuals
outside of the marriage relationship. These relationships
may also detract from the marriage. Given that the effect
sizes were small, however, this may suggest these problems
only arise for a minority of couples.
Gendered social norms may combine with the type of
media used to create some of these associations. For
example, five of the twelve significant coefficients in the
APIM models related to husbands’ use of social networking websites. There are two potential explanations for this
finding. The first involves the partner effects that the
amount of husbands’ social networking use was negatively
associated with wives’ marital quality variables. The nature
of social networking and social gender norms about online
communication may lead husbands’ greater use of social
networking to be associated with poorer marital quality.
Researchers have proposed that women are more likely to
engage in communication to build relationships regardless
of the medium, and so women, in general, are more likely
to use online forums to build relationships than are men
(Baym et al. 2007). We certainly found support for this
behavior in the data. We found that only 21 % of the wives
reported never spending time on social networking websites, whereas 40 % of husbands reported never spending
time on social networking websites. Using a matched t test
we found that the mean difference between the amount of
time that wives and husbands spend on social networking
websites was statistically significant (t = 14.06, p \ .001).
Further, Coyne et al. (2011) also found that women in their
study were more likely to make connections with others
through media than were men. Thus, wives may have a
marital expectation (based on social gender norms) that
their husbands will not use social networking websites
much. When husbands violate that expectation, wives may
report less marital quality.
Although the gendered social norms about online
behavior may explain the partner effect, it does not readily
account for the actor effect of husbands’ social networking
being positively associated with husbands’ perceived
marital instability. A second explanation for this finding
could be that the direction of this relationship may be the
reverse of what we specified. It may be the case that husbands who perceived their relationship to be unstable were
using social networking for longer periods of time to
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compensate or cope with the instability. They may have
been seeking to strengthen positive relationships with
friends online or to develop new positive relationships
(including romantic relationships) with other individuals.
We tested the association in both directions, and the actor
effect was significant in both models. We would need
longitudinal data to further investigate this finding,
however.
Another noteworthy finding that relates to the type of
media use was that the squared term for video gaming
accounted for five of the six significant media findings in
the difference score models. Gaming may be associated,
for some, with addiction and lowered social interactions.
Indeed, researchers have found that video gaming is associated with interference with personal responsibilities
(Dauphin and Heller 2010), and that online video gaming
sometimes replaces offline social relationships (Sublette
and Mullan 2010). Both addiction and lower interaction
have potential to be costs in a marriage relationship, thus
providing a rationale for gaming having an impact on
marital quality. The findings, though, specify that one
spouse has to engage in this behavior more than the other
before gaming relates to marital quality. Thus, gaming per
se is not necessarily a problem—spouses had the highest
quality when they had the same levels of gaming whether it
was high or low. This suggests that spouses who both game
may be able to use it as a relationship building tool,
whereas if one spouse has no interest in gaming, the other
spouses’ gaming may be problematic for the marriage.
Lanigan (2009) noted that there is a bidirectional relationship between the technology being studied and both
family and individual factors. Although in the present study
it is not possible to determine time order between technology and marital satisfaction, the fact that there is
potential for a bidirectional relationship between the marital relationship, individuals in the marriage, and the
technology used is clear.
Small Associations
In making these suppositions, we must note that the effect
sizes of the relationship between media use were small.
The standardized coefficients ranged from .06 to .13 in
magnitude. Thus, we do not want to overstate the association between entertainment media use and marital quality.
Although effect sizes are often small when examining
marital quality in national samples, these small effect sizes
deserve discussion.
It may be that our media use questions measured media
use less reliably. For example, time-diary data might have
more reliably shown the actual amount of time that participants’ spent using each type of entertainment media
(Robinson and Godbey 1999). Further, it may be that
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because our measures confound joint media use, which is
likely beneficial to relationship quality, and individual
media use, which may not be beneficial, this might have
limited the reliability of our measures. Low reliability
would then contribute to lower associations between media
use and marital quality than actually exist in reality.
Alternatively, it may be that the association between
media use and marital quality is, in reality, relatively small.
Other activities and/or relationship processes simply might
be more strongly related to wives’ and husbands’ relationship quality. Media use may fit into the context of other
family activities and it is the entire context of couples’ time
use that matters more than any one individual activity.
An alternative explanation that fits the findings is that
entertainment media use may only be a major problem for
a minority of couples. These effects would then be washed
out when aggregated with other couples for whom media
use is not an issue. In spite of these small associations, we
detail the value of this study in the implication and conclusion section.
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media use and marital quality. We found interesting actor
and partner effects as well as gendered findings. Second, our
study shows the importance of considering that the association may work both ways. Third, future research on the
association between media use and marital quality might
also profitably use longitudinal data to answer questions
about the direction of the associations. Future research
examining media use within couples would also do well to
differentiate between joint and individual media use.
Finally, these findings suggest that media use might be
one of those phenomena in family life that take up time,
energy, and attention and that deserve great scholarly
attention (Daly 2003). It also suggests that contemporary
entertainment media use may pose a new set of problems
for married couples.
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